BEOWULF
reply. To Ker's verdict, 'The thing itself is cheap; the moral
and the spirit of it can only be matched among the noblest
authors', he answers,
If there were a real discrepancy between theme and style, that
style would not be felt as beautiful, but as incongruous or
false ... Beowulf is not a 'primitive' poem; it is a late one,
using the materials (then still plentiful) preserved from a day
already changing and passing, a time that has now for ever
vanished, swallowed up in oblivion; using them for a new
purpose, with a wider sweep of imagination, if with a less
bitter and concentrated force.
There may have been poems, now lost, on Sigemund or
Guthhere or Eormanric or Ingeld, which showed more 'bitter
and concentrated force'; but, as Tolkien says,
The author of Beowulf cannot be held responsible for the fact
that we now have only his poem, and not others dealing
primarily with Ingeld . .. The poem cannot be criticized
or comprehended, if its original audience is imagined in like
case to ourselves, possessing only Beowulf in splendid isolation.
The old stories were deliberately used to give a 'sense of per-
spective, of antiquity with a greater and yet darker antiquity
behind ... But in the centre we have an heroic figure of en-
larged proportions3. Beowulf
is a contrasted description of two moments in a great life, rising
and setting; an elaboration of the ancient and intensely
moving contrast between youth and age, first achievement
and final death.